MARRIAGE

Watts found her personality so alarmingly oppressive that he dared not
speak openly 'to her. And so matters dragged on, and might have con-
tinued to do so had not the Watts's noticed that some of their old friends,
Gertrude Mead among them, gave up visiting. At first Watts was ex-
tremely puzzled to account for it, until at last the coldness was traced to the
influence of Mrs. Barrington. Very fussed by the thought of such an un-
pleasant situation and fearing the open hostility of his neighbours, Watts
wrote secretly to Mrs. Harrington's friends asking them to use their in-
fluence with her. This, however, does not seem to have been successful for
we find him complaining that stories had been circulated about Mary's
'treatment of a manservant/ As the man in question had absconded with
Watts* signed editions of Ruskin but had nevertheless been allowed to
keep his place until he found another job, the rumour was entirely without
foundation and could only have come from the man himself. This roused
Watts sufficiently to write to Mrs. Barrington. He stated his grievance in
the strongest terms. He described her visits as forcing Mary to do Violence
to her feelings/ How Mrs. Barrington received the letter we do not know.
At all events, the situation was clarified and she agreed, most unwillingly
no doubt, to visit only at certain stated times when Mary could leave the
house.

For holidays the Watts would often stay with Andrew Hitchens and his
wife in their comfortable country house on the Hogs Back near Guildford.
Hitchens was a stockbroker and Conservative, but he had an intense
veneration for Watts. He did not pretend to understand him and regarded
him as a sort of National treasure whom it was incumbent upon him to
foster. He did what he could in the tiresome financial arrangements that
were always cropping up when there were pictures to be sold.

One winter Mary and Signor stayed throughout all the foggy months
that might have been unhealthy in London. It involved a lot of organisa-
tion on Mary's part. There was all the painting paraphernalia as well as
countless mufflers, jerseys, mittens and medicines to be packed and un-
packed* Once settled in, Watts enjoyed rambling in the woods. He would
be at his most characteristic. With his wide-brimmed hat of soft felt, and
the long Inverness cape which he unconsciously arranged in artistic folds
with his fingers as he walked along, he would talk of every subject under
the sun. His conversation was often serious and earnest, but he would
sometimes surprise Mary at his knowledge of everyday things. She would
sometimes trick him into forgetting for a while the demon that goaded
him to spend himself in work from dawn to dusk. Probably he was never
so much at his ease, so confident of himself and his powers as he was at this
time.